Orienting and focusing of visual attention are two processes strictly involved in reading. They were studied in a group of dyslexic children and normal readers. Shifting of attention by both peripheral and central visual cues was studied by means of the covert orienting paradigm. Focusing, consisting in the ability to control the size of the attentional focus, was investigated using simple reaction times in central vision. Results showed that dyslexics had a specific disability in the shifting of attention caused by a peripheral cue at short SOAs, and were also able to maintain attention focused for short periods of time only, presumably not long enough for efficient visual processing. Our results support the suggestion that visual selective attention deficits in disabled readers may be due to a specific difficulty in orienting and focusing.
INTRODUCTION
Developmental dyslexia has been defined as "a disorder manifested by a difficulty in learning to read despite conventional instruction, adequate intelligence and social-cultural opportunity. It is dependent upon fundamental cognitive disabilities which are frequently of constitutional origin" (World Federation of Neurology). More recently, the terms dyslexia and specific reading disability (SRD) have been used interchangeably to describe the condition of healthy, well-adjusted children who show normal progress in school subjects but who are at least 2 years behind in reading (World Heath Organization, ICD-10, 1996) .
Four etiological causes for dyslexia have been suggested: perceptual deficits (e.g., Hinshelwood, 1917; Orton, 1937) , memory deficits (e.g., Liberman, Mann and Shankweiler, 1982; Jorn, 1983) , language processing deficits (e.g., Rozin and Gleitman, 1977; Marsh, Freidman and Welsh, 1981) , and visual processing deficits (e.g., Lovegrove, Martin and Slaghuis, 1982; Livingstone, Rosen, Drislane et al., 1991) .
However, specific attentional deficits may account for dyslexia too, with some studies reporting some kind of visual attention impairments in dyslexic children (Ackerman, Dykman and Gardner, 1990; August and Garfinkel, 1990) .
